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THE FINE ART OF CHOOSING A THERAPIST
(Or Any Other Social Service Provider)
by Gayle M. Woodsum
There are very few people who 
would make an important financial 
investment or purchase without 
going through a careful process 
of "shopping around." No one 
would consider buying an item they 
didn't like, or one that didn’t 
give the performance they had de­
termined they required.
to a job interview only to find that 
the potential employer has no idea of 
what s/he is looking for, what s/he 
would expect of you if you were hired, 
and doesn’t want to know anything about 
your qualifications, your experience, 
or your abilities.
In the area of people-performed
services, it would be obviously 
senseless to hire a plumber to tend
to the electrical needs in your 
home, or to hire an electrician to
fix your roof.
In thinking about employment, 
imagine how odd it would be to go
And yet, while almost all of us are 
quite comfortable with these sensible 
"rules of the game" when it comes to 
everyday matters of purchasing, hiring, 
or being hired, most of us abandon the 
guidelines and throw caution to the 
winds when it comes to hiring or purchas­
ing the services of someone in the mental 
health or social services field. One 
of the reasons why we find ourselves so 
quickly abandoning our control in this
INSIDE *******
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Choosing A Therapist - cont'd
area, has to do with the subject matter; 
our intimate inner selves. Not only 
have we gone through the often painful 
process of recognizing a struggle within 
ourselves that we can’t seem to resolve or
sort out on our own, but we have also deter­
The first step is to ask yourself some 
general questions that will help you 
determine what type of service you are 
after, and what type of people you will be 
best served by. While much of this 
article is written in terms of "therapy" 
and "therapists," this traditional means
mined that we are going to ask someone else,
on a professional basis, to give us assis­
tance. In essence, we are choosing to
of mental health assistance may not suit 
your needs. As you start your own self­
analysis of what you're after, keep in
invite a stranger to dig down into the most
vulnerable, carefully protected part of
ourselves; our emotional being.
ind that you might discover that help
other than one-to-one counseling is what
you really want. For example, you II might
be more interested in group therapy, self­
Finding yourself in this state of affairs, 
to whatever degree, does not lend itself to 
calm, cool, decision-making. Feeling 
has a way of making one feel insecure
incapable of taking care of oneself. However, 





important to have a clear sense of what you 
do and do not want for yourself. In spite of 
the likelihood that making even one phone 
call or inquiry is going to set your nerves 
on edge, you will do better for yourself in 
the long run if you take the time and put 
out the energy to find the right service and 
the right service provider for your indivi­
dual needs.
WHERE TO BEGIN
Sit down with paper and pen. Organizing 
yourself in writing will help to keep you 
from "losing" your perspective once you 
actually start making phone calls.
help groups, body movement, 
outdoor challenges, massage, 
bio-energetics 
hypnosis, or
any combination of the great variety of 
social services that are available today. 
Whatever you ultimately pursue, the follow­
ing suggestions for careful "shopping around, 
will apply.
Write detailed, honest answers to the 
following questions. Remember, this is 
for you alone, so don't worry about writing 
answers that might not suit someone else.
1. What do you hope to gain from therapy 
(or another service)?
- You may or may not have specific 
goals in mind, but if there is a particular 
issue or issues you want to deal with (such 
as your issues as an incest survivor), list 
them and try to list them according to the 
order of importance to you.
- Put down some ideas on what you would 
like changed or improved about yourself or 
your life.
best
What are your ideas on how this can 
be achieved?
It might seem that if you knew the 
answer to this question, you wouldn't need
the help of a "professional." Neverthe­
less, if you think about it carefully, you 
will probably find that you have at least 
some idea(s) on the type of setting you
want (a place that feels comfortable and 
"safe" to work in), the kind of relationship 
with the service provider(s) you desire, 
whether you envision yourself doing most of 
the talking or whether you want feed-back 
and/or direction from someone else, if you
want to sit still or move around, if you
or resource chronicle January, 1986
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want to think about things and discuss 
them or do activities that express feelings 
around your issues. These types of con­
siderations will help you understand exactly 
what kind of service you're after.
What time/travel commitment are you
willing to give?
- Are you looking for a few sessions
or long-term assistance?
- Do you envision meeting once a week, 
every other week, once a month, and for how 
long each time?
- How far can you travel?
What level of financial commitment
are you able to reasonably make?
- Know your own budget and any other 
resources available to you (such as insur-
ance, medicaid a wealthy best friend, etc.).
5. With what type of people do you find 
it easiest to share personal feelings and/or 
information?
- For this and the next two questions, 
begin collecting your personal opinions about 
other people in general. There is no point 
in trying to work on sensitive matters with 
someone you would dislike if you met them 
socially.
6. What general qualities are most important 
to you in other people?
7. What general qualities do you find most 
distasteful or difficult to deal with in
other people?
SHOPPING AROUND
Review your answers to the seven questions 
listed above. Put together a simplified 
sketch of what you're after, by adding up 
the core of each answer. As an example, you 
might come up with something like this:
"I want to work on my incest issues by talk­
ing with other survivors and a therapist every 
other week, at least for a while. I don't have 
insurance, but I can probably find a way to 
afford $15 a session ($30 a month). It would 
be easiest for me if the therapist was a woman 
and an incest survivor, but at least she would
January
Choosing A Therapist - cont'd day or day of week you can make an
appointment)?
have to be warm, caring and not ’fake' 
about the things she says. I wouldn’t 
like it if she was younger than I a 
and I would like her to be strong but 
not pushy. I would travel up to 30 
miles one way for this service."
This is only an example to show that 
your "summary" will at least put you in 
the right direction.
6. Do you give an initial interview 
free of charge?
If you are calling a counseling center, 
you will also want to know:
7. Will I be assigned to a counselor 
or will I have the opportunity to inter­
view more than one and make a choice?
With this type of question ready, and
The next step is to locate the resources 
available within your traveling range. If 
you know someone who has used the kind of 
service you want and whose opinion often 
agrees with yours, start there. Next, 
find out what’s in the telephone book.
The Yellow Pages have listings under
Mental Health Services; Marriage, Family,
Child & Individual Counselors; Psycholo­
gists; Psychotherapists; and Physicians. 
Other resources that often have listings 
for social services, and that may be able 
to direct you to services or individuals 
with special training/experience with incest 
survivors, are battered women’s shelters, 
family planning centers, medical centers 
(hospitals), your family doctor, clergy, or 
local school system's guidance department.
your own ideas (from the summary you 
worked on earlier), start making phone
calls. It might take a long time. You 
might get answering machines, reception­
ists who can't answer your questions, or 
suggestions to call other numbers. This 
is a great opportunity to get into the 
habit of insisting that your questions 
be answered directly. Don't be put off 
by vague answers, and try not to be upset 
if you run into an occasionally rude 
secretary. This is business.
If the initial answers you receive 
sound encouraging, you can either make a 
first appointment right then, or make 
notes, call all the numbers on your list, 
and decide later which ones you want to 
pursue in person.
This part of looking for help really is 
a process of "shopping around." Try not 
to be impatient or too nervous to get 
through what might be a tedious task. Once 
you have names and numbers for as many 
service providers in your area you can find, 
eliminate any that provide services you 
already know you're not interested in.
Before you start dialing the numbers that 
remain, be ready to ask questions such as:
(If you don't have a telephone or can
afford to make a number of calls this
work can be done in person or even 
through the mail.)
There is a possibility that the service 
or type of person you're looking for 
isn't available in your area. In that 
case, review your requirements and see if 
there are certain things you might be 
willing to compromise (distance traveled,
1. Do you (or your agency, or does this 
service) work with incest survivors?
2. Are you taking on new clients at the 
present time?
3. If there is a waiting list, how long 
will it be before I can be seen regularly?
4. What is your fee; do you accept 
insurance/medicaid, etc.?
5. Would I be able to be seen at a time 
convenient for me (have in mind the time of 
money spent, type of therapy, sex or age 
of service provider, etc.). Don't give up 
what is important to you, but make the 
review to see if there are some small things 
you could fairly easily let go of and still 
find the help you want.
THE FIRST MEETING
You are now armed with your assessment 
of your needs, the answers to the ------
January,
Choosing A Therapist - cont’d What methods do you use to reach
questions you asked over the phone, and one
those goals? How often and how
or more appointments. Whether you are
are your appointments? Is this
mmeeting an individual , group leaders, or
6. Have you ever worked with 
survivors before? How was that





this is the interview time. You are not
committed to anything. More importantly, 
don't lose sight of the fact that you are 
doint the hiring. You are the boss, selec­
7. Are you an incest survivor yourself? 
What are your general feelings about that 
in relation to your work?
8. Have you had any special training 
in working with incest survivors? If so,
ting an employee. You want the most qualified
person who appeals to you the most and who
what kind of training?
will work for the amount of money you can
afford.
9. What is your basic philosophy in 
the work that you do?
10. Would I be able to contact you
Your first meeting should therefore be 
a time for you to do most of the talking 
and ask most of the questions. Again, being
outside appointment time in an emergency?
nervous is a normal response under the circ-
cumstances, so returning to pen and paper
one more time is a good idea. Bringing a
list of questions with you can help keep you 
in focus and will assure that you don't for­
get an important point.
Not all service providers will be comfortable
with an in-depth interview by you; not many 
are accustomed to it. Nevertheless, get
straightforward answers 
You don't want to trust
and concerns to someone
to your questions.
your private feelings 
you know nothing
The answers to your questions and the 
way in which those answers are given, will 
offer you information and a first impres­
sion. Trust your intuition. If you 
receive answers that go against what you 
want, or if your first impression is a 
negative one, you should keep looking. 
Don't be fooled (by yourself or the service 
provider) into thinking that the problem 
was with your questions or your expectations. 
Don't forget: YOU ARE THE ONE DOING THE 
HIRING. ONLY YOU CAN DECIDE WHAT YOU DO 
OR DO NOT WANT OR NEED.
MAKING A CHOICE
about.
The following are the types of questions to 
ask at the first meeting. Add questions that 
will give you an indication as to whether or 
not this person or service will provide what 
you have already decided you need and want. 
Add questions to reflect your special interests 
or concerns (such as issues surrounding 
religion, lifestyle, views on morality, and so 
on). This interview is also the time to share 
with the service provider what it is, 
specifically, you're looking for, and to ask 
for a reaction to those things. The service 
provider must also decide if s/he can or wants 
to work with you!
1. How old are you?
2. What is your professional experience/ 
educational background?
3. How long have you been in practice here, 
and how long do you plan to stay?
4. What goals do you work towards with 
clients?
Your first interview with someone won't 
tell you if you are going to be able to 
have a strong working relationship with 
the person. It will take several meetings 
to assess the long-term potential value 
to you. However, first impressions go a 
long way. The more people you can inter­
view, the more opportunity you will have 
to make comparisons, to become accustomed 
to being "in charge" of the process, and 
to learn more and more about what suits 
you.
In the best of all possibilities, you 
will end up with two or three solid 
prospects from which to choose. This 
will allow you the luxury of focusing on 
little details until you decide where you 
want to start and with whom, on a formal 
basis .
There is a good chance that by the time
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you have reached this point, there is only 
one person/service that seems as though it 
might work for you. That person/service 
might have one or two drawbacks such as 
cost or distance. If you are convinced 
that you want to hire this particular person, 
make a strong case for having them work out 
the obstacles with you. Don't be shy about it. 
Stress your desire and need to work, as well 
as your own willingness to meet their require­
ments where you can. There is nothing wrong 
with trying to strike a mutually acceptable 
bargain, so don't feel belittled if you are 
turned down. Pick up the pieces and start 
over again.
Don't give up. You may be forced to spend 
a lot of time and energy before you even get 
started working on the problems that sent
you searching in the first place. You 
might have to settle for band-aid-type 
assistance (hot lines, a temporary 
counselor) to get you through the crisis 
until you can find what you're really 
looking for. Eventually, with sincere 
effort, you will find someone or something 
that will have what you want or will be 
willing to create it for you.
Once the hiring has been done, you will 
be a bit more secure and able to open up, 
just knowing that you made a carefully 
thought-out decision based on well-researched 
information. In taking care of yourself, 
there is no substitute for doing your 
homework before the counseling begins.
Gayle Woodsum is a writer by profession, 
and an incest survivor currently working 
for "Looking Up" as acting executive director.
